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Calendar Holidays and Customs in Villages at 
the Footstool of the Avala Mountain 
The research on calendar holidays and customs in 
villages at the footstool of the Avala Mountain was performed in 
the period of 2000-2004. I have collected surprisingly solid data 
on the subject that shows a customary practice of celebration of a 
large number of calendar holidays and their accompanying 
holiday customs. Due to the relatively well maintained customary 
practice, the data were gathered for all holidays celebrated in the 
second half of the last century. According to the research and 
collected data, the most preserved holiday customs belong to the 
winter and spring time of the year, while the fall customs are 
almost forgotten.  
According to the collected data, in the second half of the 
20th century, there are two clearly separated phases. In the first 
phase, that roughly includes a period until late 1960’s, the 
customs were still omnipresent in the villages’ everyday life, and 
somehow they seemed to dictate rules of behavior in the 
population everyday life. At the same time, this period was 
marked with the incoming changes that would, in the near future, 
alter many segments of life.  
Already in 1950’s, the state has managed to, through 
particular prohibitions, directly influence the reduction of folk 
holidays and their contents, resulting in certain structural 
alterations in the holidays customary practice. Also, social 
processes, which became intensified at this time, affect the 
alterations in the holidays’ celebration.  
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The second phase includes the last decade of the 20th
century and first few years of the new century. The most 
significant mark of this phase is re-establishment of certain 
customs that were prohibited in the after-war period or that were, 
for some other reasons ceased to be celebrated. Certain holidays 
have been given a greater importance by the fact that they were 
proclaimed as state holidays. In this way, those who earlier 
wanted to celebrate such a holiday but could not due to their 
obligations at work, were given a possibility to celebrate a 
holiday at the appropriate way.  
However, certain privileges and encouragement of 
celebration of certain holidays from folk, that is, Church calendar, 
by the government, and especially media, did not appease a 
significant reduction of contents in customary practice in certain 
holidays during the 1970’s and 1980’s. The holiday calendar 
gradually (or fast) appeared in a different manner, in comparisons 
with the period just after WW II. The dominated way of life in 
the researched period has changed the meanings and celebration 
of the customs among the population, even among those that 
respect the folk tradition.  
The collected empirical data has enabled me to, in a way, 
make two models whose function is to facilitate understanding of 
the changes in celebration of the annual holidays. These changes 
are tracked down in two intersections: 1) until the end of 1960’s 
and 2) the period of the research, that is, after 2000. The aim of 
the research was to collect as much of the empirical data as 
possible, and in addition, to understand the changes in the annual 
customs in the second half of the 20th century.  
The task of the research was to establish the changes in 
contents of celebration, and also to ascertain a significance of the 
holidays and their customary practice in the earlier period, 
compared with the present-day conditions. Therefore, in order to 
fulfill the task, the research as well as subsequent work was based 
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on comparative analysis of the collected empirical material 
according to the two formed models.  
In order to track changes in contents of the annual 
holidays in the second half of the 20th century, I established 
parameters that enable to present earlier and contemporary state 
of affairs of the annual holidays and holidays customs. It turned 
out that the most significant elements are in celebration itself, 
hence, the analysis was directed toward time of celebration, place 
of celebration, participants in ritual, ritual/customary actions and 
ritual artifacts.  
In the holidays’ celebration and their accompanying 
customs, there are two clearly separated time categories: 
particular fixed date and daily segmented celebration, that is, 
more than one day of celebration. 
The first, fixed, particular date- time period is 
conventional and accepted by higher instances. This time is 
connected with particular dates during one year. The celebration 
is fixed- the date of the holiday is previously determined by a 
calendar. An individual and his community cannot influence this 
date, but they adjust to the earlier given time frames for 
celebration. The celebration follows a calendar of the Serbian 
Orthodox Church.  
The second time is segmented, and conditionally could 
be called daily that is, multi-daily time in celebration, which 
assumes that celebration of holidays and ritual actions are 
adapted, depending on a holiday, to a daily or more than one day 
celebration. It is important to note that the segments of time 
determination of celebration depend on family and individual 
organization, although there are (in present time not so rigid) time 
periods/frames intended for certain ritual actions.  
The analysis shows that the fixed day celebration of a 
particular holiday came to be preserved or lost depending on 
whether a particular holiday is still celebrated or ceased to exist. 
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Already in 1950’s, and especially later, it is evident that in the 
structure of celebration a timely organization is loosen up.  
The annual customs put a great importance to the place 
of celebration. The research has shown that such places of great 
importance are: a house, backyard, forest, village area and 
church.  
The changes that have taken place in the annual customs 
within a rural community are the result of changes that happened 
at the level of family as a smaller unit, and the fading interest of 
individuals to maintain customs continuously. Since 1990’s there 
is an increasing visitation to churches and temples and morning 
services. After the service, a celebration is taking place at one’s 
home, depending on a holiday and its importance.  
One of the most important characteristic of celebration is 
gathering of all family members. This, however, was not so 
emphasized in the period after WW II. As a consequence of a 
newly given importance to holidays, family re-unions so became 
a characteristic of celebration. Every member of a family was 
given his own duties, determined roles in performing ritual 
actions. The role was determined by a respective status of an 
individual within a family. During the holidays, an individual was 
needed by his community the same way he needed his own 
community. In the past, holidays were some kind of behavior 
regulators, hence they served to re-enforce family and rural 
communities.  
During the second half of the last century, certain 
changes took place affecting the content of the calendar customs. 
These changes affected the participants too. According to the 
research, the most common participants in rituals were: head of 
the household and his respective wife, mothers, fathers, children, 
polozajnik (a designated or un-designated first visitor on the 1st 
Christmas Day), guests, and village inhabitants. 
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New responsibilities and increased absence of many 
family members (primarily work and employment in firms) at the 
time of celebration of certain customs and rituals have caused that 
some customary duties became less strictly assigned. Most often, 
male family members were absent, making so female family 
members obliged to take over their responsibilities in celebration. 
On the other hand, due to lifestyle, families tended to be reduced 
in numbers. Therefore, it is not rare to find a single man or 
women living alone. Since many of them did not want to 
discontinue celebration and customary behavior even when alone, 
they were forced to take over female that is, male roles.  
A celebration and maintenance of customs cannot be 
imagined without particular artifacts. Artifacts here assume all 
objects which help the participants to perform certain ritual 
actions. Keeping or abandoning of the artifacts depended on their 
significance in a given time period. Since the second half of the 
last century witnessed certain changes in customary practice, the 
form and role of the artifacts also underwent alteration and 
adjustment to the new situation. The artifacts most often used in 
the past, or are still in usage are: various trees, plants, animals, 
objects, vegetables, fruit, bread, incense, candles, censer and so 
on.  
Based on the collected data, it can be concluded that: 
• Holiday customs are kept for the most part; 
• due to the reduction of certain customary actions, a change 
has affected holiday customary practice; 
• holidays and customary practice are abandoned totally; 
• customary practice in certain holidays became altered, a 
holiday came to be respected as church Saint; 
• new holidays are established. 
In rural communities of the traditional type, a time of 
celebration assumed that all daily chores are to be ceased while a 
holiday lasts. This is, in a rhythm of everyday life of these 
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communities, there existed two somehow different time periods, 
i.e. work-time, when all everyday chores are performed and time 
of celebration when there was a restraint from all “bigger” and 
“heavier” work, except those which were everyday. These time 
periods subsequently followed one another in regular annual 
distances.  
Celebration and working day were profoundly different. 
One of the characteristics of celebration time was a customary 
practice, out of which appropriate performance depended all the 
prosperity and well being of a given community. This kind of 
customary practice was a reflection of an organization of family 
and rural life. Until recently, holidays were also some kind of 
behavior regulators of individuals and entire community as well. 
At the time when these communities were more self-sustained 
and less under the influence of urban lifestyle (which became a 
characteristic of after WW II period), the annual customs were 
one of elements influencing a cohesion and social relationships.  
After WW II, due to extensive compel of certain social 
processes, changes in everyday life became more frequent and 
evident. The changed way of life has profoundly shaken the 
traditional organization of rural communities that in turn, had to 
make an adjustment into a newly created social situation.  
Various innovation in everyday life relatively soon 
became an integral part of living in the rural communities. These 
changes also significantly influenced the alteration and functions 
of the holiday customs. Therefore, we have researched the 
functions of customs in the villages at the level of family and 
individual, and also at the level of general given rural community.  
Based on the empirical data, it could be concluded that in 
the beginning and at the end of the researched period, basic 
functions of the annual customs that are held within a family, 
became altered or reduced, especially in certain segments.  
Calendar Holidays and Customs in Villages at the Footstool of the Avala Mountain 
407
Maintenance of customary actions, where one can 
recognized magic practice, had an aim to provide satisfactory 
natural conditions needed for self-sustain. This practice of magic 
was supposed, indirectly, to help an individual and his 
community to influence natural causes.  
In the present day, when the research was performed, the 
conclusion is that magical-religious practice appears almost 
forgotten. Actually, in some ritual performance there are traces of 
certain magic practice, but not beliefs in the power of magic; the 
actions are still performed because they represent a part of the 
custom and because the old people used to do it. Most often, the 
people are unaware as of why they are performing certain 
customary actions, though the older generation, for at least a few 
of the customary actions, knew to explain why they are still 
performed.  
As it can be assumed, the most customs from the annual 
cycle were performed within a family, that is, in one’s home. All 
members of a family had particular responsibilities. At the time of 
self-sustain economy and considerable isolation of the rural 
communities, the customs were an important part of cohesion so 
they contributed to enhancing and encouraging family ties. All 
members of a family, by being present at the time of celebration 
and performing certain duties in the ritual, gathered toward a 
common aim- to ensure fertility and well being for their own 
respective and extended community, neighboring and kin ties, fun 
and hanging out.  
Between the two periods that we have analyzed, 
integration at the level of a family was disrupted due to the 
absence of some family members during a celebration of certain 
holidays. During the last decade of the past century, a decision 
was made to make holidays such as Christmas, Easter and a 
family’s Saint Patron’s Day, non-working days, therefore, a 
majority of inhabitants in the researched villages were given an 
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opportunity to celebrate these holidays at the appropriate way, 
although in reduced family form.  
Which factors have caused a change in maintenance and 
importance of the annual customs in these communities? One of 
the reasons, but not the only one, is an increased migration as a 
consequence of children’s education. Already in 1960’s, younger 
members of a family were sent to attend schools in bigger cities. 
Their intentions were to finish school, find a job in urban 
environment, and for some individuals, to permanently establish a 
residence in urban areas. This is, the intention of the new 
generation is to establish a solid material basis, and to change 
their place of residence. By finding a job in state firms, the 
middle generation has changed not only its own social standings 
but also the functioning of their own families.  
A family in newly created conditions is compelled to 
adjust, which is the main reason influencing the changes in family 
relationships. The changes in a way of life also affect the visible 
structural re-organization of a family. Earlier division within a 
family, based on gender and age, became untenable. Because of 
these reasons, all main functions in a family are being taken over 
by those members who do not have obligations outside their 
village. Most frequently, these are women who are unemployed, 
retired men and pre-school children. This was the only way of 
adjustment for many families in the new conditions, which was 
also based on their own needs.  
The annual customs were an integral part of a rural 
community, until the significant social changes have taken place. 
A social community used to determine its daily chores according 
to the customs. Annual chores begun but also ended 
corresponding to a calendar of holidays. A need for some kind of 
organization and social order obligated all members of a 
community to respect holiday customs. The customs were, until 
recently, a kind of mechanism used to segment a year.  
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The annual customs performed at the level of a village 
were supposed to satisfy:  
1. general needs of a village community; and  
2. needs of an individual households hence needs of all 
individuals in a given family.  
These needs were expressed at the two levels:  
1. through manifestation at certain collective gatherings;  
2. on a latent level the annual customs were used as a kind of 
regulator to enhance respect and encouragement of social 
relationships at the level of a whole community.  
In recent times, these functions almost disappeared 
completely because the customs are being performed in 
somewhat different circumstances in comparison with the earlier 
period.  
The observed changes in the annual customs of the rural 
communities are the result, among other things, of existing 
changes in a family as well as changes in attitudes which all 
result in decreasing interest of individuals to continue 
maintenance of certain holiday customs. This implies that the 
changes in families reflected not only a single family unit, but 
also village as a wider collective, thus also the changes in 
celebration in general. Following this, there is an accompanying 
decrease of respect for norms of behavior and also of integrated 
function that these customs have had in a given community until 
very recently.  
The second half of the 20th century in these areas was 
marked by a period of socialism that is, self-management and 
period of transition, after 1990’s. In order to understand the 
problem fully- why these time periods were so significant for the 
research subject, we need to point out to a fact of how much have 
global processes actually influenced the continuation, 
revitalization, fading out, particular or just party changes in the 
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annual customary practice. It is worth noting that the changes in 
the celebrations are in fact a reflection of social-economic 
changes in one society, the researched villages with all of its 
particulars. The changes were, in reality, not only intense, but 
profound.  
The contemporary social and cultural changes affecting 
the villages at the footstool of the Avala Mountain have changed 
the patterns of living and within them also the holiday customary 
practice. Modernization (with industrialization and urbanization), 
atheism, then revitalization of religion and so on, are some of the 
most important factors of changes that we have discussed; these 
were reflected through social processes and do not represent a 
characteristic of this area only.  
Studying changes in customs and rituals cannot be 
separated from the context of examination of wholesome events 
at the wider social plan during the second half of the last and 
beginning of this century.  
The calendar of celebration of the annual holidays and 
customs was most profoundly affected by the global social 
processes that have happened between the two researched 
periods, and especially:  
a. atheism at the beginning of the researched period,  
b. an effort to revitalized religion at the end of the researched 
period, and  
c. urbanization- in a wider sense. These processes have had a 
different impact on continuation/maintenance of the calendar 
customs at the level of a family as well at the level of a 
village.  
Soon after the end of WW II, a new social order came to 
be established, with an emphasis on total detachment with the 
inheritance of the previous state and even the church. The result 
of the new state politics was an official proclamation of atheism, 
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which as a consequence had influenced an understandings and 
attitudes of the population in regards to the previous inherited 
traditional culture and holidays celebration. However, the 
research shows that the process of atheism did not affect equally 
all the researched villages with the same intensity. The level of 
acceptance that is non-acceptance of atheism depended mostly on 
local governments.  
The beginning of 1990’s in Serbia was marked, among 
other things, by a process of religion revitalization. Public 
expression of religious sentiments became more obvious, along 
with visitations to churches, and not only to attend services. 
Many inhabitants of the researched villages, at this time, have 
started to change their attitude toward the Church and church 
teachings. This change toward the official religion was also 
brought about by building of new churches in places where they 
did not exist before.  
Besides these omni-social processes, the change in the 
annual customs was also affected by age and gender polarization. 
That is, due to various different circumstances, the most 
meritorious people for keeping and maintaining the annual 
customs were members of the present day middle generations, 
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